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OBITUARY
Richard Gumport, a trusted friend, valued colleague and long-term executive editor of Nucleic Acids Research, died from
complications of leukemia in Chicago on 13 October 2009. A native of Idaho, Dick received his Ph.D. in 1968 at the
University of Chicago with S. B. Weiss, where he worked on Micrococcus lysodeikitcus RNA polymerase. He was a
postdoctoral fellow at Stanford University with I. R. Lehman, where he contributed to the understanding of the
mechanism of Escherichia coli DNA ligase. In 1971, he joined the Department of Biochemistry in the College of Medicine
at the University of Illinois in Urbana, where he spent the next 37 years as a faculty member and Associate Dean for
Academic Aﬀairs in the College of Medicine from 2002 through 2007. He was elected as a Fellow of the American
Academy of Arts and Sciences in 2001 and was a John S. Guggenheim Fellow in 1979.
Dick’s scientiﬁc career was devoted to understanding the mechanisms of nucleic acid enzymes, often taking advantage of
advances in synthetic nucleotide chemistry to achieve his goals. A strong believer in the cooperative nature of
experimental science, his research often focused on developing methods that would be of use to others, and he enjoyed
collaborating with colleagues. Dick’s early work involved the puriﬁcation and characterization of T4 RNA ligase,
including showing that the enzyme could be used to join two oligoribonucleotides in high yield, thereby opening the way
to the ﬁrst viable approach to the synthesis of RNA. He also developed the use of RNA ligase for joining
oligodeoxyoribonucleotides, which proved valuable in early DNA synthetic chemistry. Dick was one of the ﬁrst
biochemists to appreciate the importance of making DNA oligomers for site-directed mutagenesis and for the study of
enzymes that acted on DNA. As an early adapter of the newly developed DNA synthesis chemistry, he designed and built
‘Dick’s Genette’, an apparatus that allowed simultaneous synthesis of 50 oligonucleotides on ﬁlter discs. Although
oligonucleotides of deﬁned sequence were hard to obtain at the time, Dick was characteristically generous, giving away
oligomers freely and only considering their use to be collaborative if he provided input into the scientiﬁc question. Dick’s
Genette provided the ﬁrst 16S rRNA universal sequencing primers, the ﬁrst templates for the in vitro synthesis of RNA by
T7 RNA polymerase and launched numerous site-directed mutagenesis projects. Dick and his collaborators used
oligomers to perform a variety of studies on the role of RNA secondary structures in attenuation regulation of the E. coli
threonine operon. Other experiments used synthetic DNA oligomers to study the roles of DNA homology and integrase
interactions with DNA in the mechanism of site-speciﬁc recombination by bacteriophage lambda. Dick contributed
insights into DNA recognition and participation in recombination reactions by such accessory proteins as integration host
factor and the phage lambda and P22 Xis proteins. Dick’s more recent research interests introduced modiﬁed bases into
DNA fragments to better understand mechanisms of DNA recognition by type II restriction/modiﬁcation systems. His
work provided signiﬁcant insights on the mechanism of recognition and binding of DNA by the EcoRI and RsrI
endonucleases and the RsrI methyltransferase.
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Gordon Conference, where he served as an organizer and provided insightful criticism in a kind, gentle manner that left
the recipient always feeling that the work was important, even if more was needed to be done. Dick’s consistent
enthusiasm about the overall progress in the ﬁeld reminded us of the power of the collective eﬀort. He devoted substantial
eﬀort to local, national and international projects. For example, Dick spent many years as a co-administrator of the
Chinese–United States Biochemistry Examination Administration (CUSBEA) program. He was responsible for preparing
examinations and conducting interviews of potential biochemistry and molecular biology graduate students for entrance
into US graduate programs. In addition to serving Nucleic Acids Research for 16 years, he served on the editorial boards
of Journal of Biological Chemistry and Biochemistry and Molecular Biology Education. Dick cared deeply for the
Department of Biochemistry at the University of Illinois, which he served 12 years as Associate Department Head and
was instrumental in shaping the direction and mission of the department. He helped develop and administer a new
program for more eﬀective teaching of basic biochemistry to medical students. He also developed and taught a scientiﬁc
writing course for undergraduates. Dick took his duties and responsibilities seriously, but he was also known by his peers
and friends for his legendary wit and unique sense of humor. His quiet, usually private, quips were instructional and
simultaneously relieved the tension or boredom of a meeting.
Dick Gumport was a modest individual with exceptional integrity. His unselﬁsh approach to science and his devotion to
the collective scientiﬁc enterprise were an inspiration to all of us. We will miss him greatly as a colleague and friend.
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